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Former Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) guerrilla leader Hector Silva won
re-election as mayor of San Salvador, swamping conservative Alianza Republicana Nacionalista
(ARENA) candidate Luis Cardenal in the March 12 voting. The governing party lost its slim edge
in the legislature as the two major parties split the congressional vote fairly evenly. Four smaller
parties will now hold the balance of power in the 84-seat Legislative Assembly.
Nearly complete results showed that Silva won 57% of the vote in the capital to 39% for Cardenal.
ARENA won a majority of mayoral races in eight departments to four for the FMLN. The Tribunal
Supremo Electoral (TSE) reported that the FMLN had added 24 municipal mayoralties to its
total, taking 78 of the 262 contested races. ARENA dominated in the overall count, winning in 124
municipalities, but the FMLN won in 12 municipal races in the all-important department of San
Salvador, while ARENA took only six.
FMLN moves ahead of ARENA in legislative count
In the previous mid-term election, the FMLN made important gains in the unicameral congress,
winning 27 seats to ARENA's 28 (see EcoCentral, 1997-04-03). This time, while gaining a slim
plurality, the FMLN did not achieve a majority in the Assembly. The FMLN now has 31 of the 84
seats, ARENA 29, the Partido Conciliacion Nacional (PCN) 14, with 10 seats going to three smaller
parties. With neither party controlling a majority, ARENA and the FMLN will have to forge alliances
with smaller parties to pass any legislation.
ARENA is expected to turn to the PCN for support and the FMLN will ally with the Partido
Democrata Cristiano (PDC), the Centro Democratico Unido (CDU), and the Partido de Accion
Nacional (PAN). Lining up the alliances in this way, ARENA would have a 43 to 41 advantage over
the FMLN. However, the PCN could lose one of its 14 seats and the PDC gain a sixth depending on
the final count of a close race in Libertad department, southwest of San Salvador.
If the PCN were to lose a seat, the two legislative alliances would be tied at 42 votes. The PDC claims
that the TSE miscounted in other races as well. Party leader Alejandro Duarte said the PDC won 10
seats and will demand a recount. In any event, neither side is likely to reach the 56-vote majority
needed to pass constitutional reforms or ratify high-level nominations such as Supreme Court
magistrates.
The TSE and police reported that election day was generally tranquil with only isolated incidents
and a few arrests for voting irregularities. However, international election observers concluded that
the voting procedures were cumbersome and open to fraud and vote tampering. In a report by the
nongovernmental Consorcio de ONGs de Educacion Civica, observers said, "The system does not
guarantee universal suffrage." About 38% of eligible votes cast ballots.
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Pre-election tensions may have contributed to ARENA losses
The US State Department had warned US citizens in El Salvador to avoid crowds on election day
because of social unrest created by medical workers striking against the Instituto Salvadoreno del
Seguro Social (ISSS), as well as the possibility of election-day violence between the major parties.
And there were signs that election day would be tense if not violent. An FMLN member was shot
and wounded in San Salvador in early March, supposedly by a member of ARENA.
ARENA headquarters in Mejicanos, north of San Salvador, was attacked, presumably by FMLN
militants. In February, two PAN members were shot and killed in Metapan, northwest of the capital.
Police speculated that the killers were "political rivals." The two men were also members of the
Asociacion de Productores Agricolas (APROAS), a campesino group that includes many former
members of the paramilitary civilian patrols (Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil, PAC), who supported
the army during the civil war of 1980-1992 (see NotiCen, 1999-08-26). Two weeks before the election,
APROAS members demonstrated in front of the Treasury Ministry and threatened to tear up their
voter credentials and block traffic on election day if they did not receive US$150 in payment for
service during the war.
APROAS leaders said President Francisco Flores had promised to appoint a commission to look into
their claims, but no action had been taken in a month. The ISSS strike added to the tensions not
only because of the noisy protests and scattered confrontations, but because ARENA increasingly
associated the walkout with the FMLN. (See other article in this issue.) Flores said the strike was
politically motivated because it had FMLN backing. In March, the administration began to use force
to break up strike demonstrations.
FMLN coordinator general Fabio Castillo called the move a "political error." He and some political
observers such as Alberto Arene suggested the administration's handling of the strike would cost
ARENA votes. During the closing days of the campaign, ARENA leaders appeared to heighten
the animosity by peppering their political speeches with allusions to the civil war and accusations
that the FMLN guerrillas destroyed the country. FMLN leaders said ARENA was distorting their
economic proposals and waging a dirty campaign in the media by starting rumors of FMLN-
sponsored political kidnappings and arms caches.
In a newspaper proclamation, the FMLN called ARENA's campaign "part of the old strategies
that in no way help democracy." President's electioneering outrages FMLN On March 11 and
12, President Flores advised voters to vote against "those who opposed the establishment of our
democracy."
Linking the FMLN to the medical workers strike, Flores called on Salvadorans not to vote for strikers
or for those who disturbed the peace. "Today, there still are people who want to thwart our decision
to choose a better future and threaten us with violent acts, strikes, and disorder," Flores said, in
an obvious reference to strikers and the FMLN. "If on March 12, you do not vote, you will allow
those who think that violence and disorder are the solution to win." FMLN Assembly Deputy
Jorge Shafick Handal rebuked Flores for blatant electioneering. "What President Flores is doing is
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prohibited; he is not acting as a president," he said. FMLN coordinator general Castillo called the
president's message that of a "desperate political militant."
After the election, Mercedes Gloria Salguero Gross, former ARENA president, called the election
results "catastrophic" for her party and urged ARENA leaders to do something "before it's too late."
In an interview with the daily Prensa Grafica, she said the president's long delay in settling the ISSS
strike may have contributed to the losses. Assembly Deputy Jesus Grande was even more blunt.
The major cause of the defeat was Flores, he said, for having allowed the strike to go on until two
days before the election. [Sources: Associated Press, 02/16/00, 03/12/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami),
02/03/00, 03/13/00; Excelsior (Mexico), 03/13/00; Notimex, 03/05/00, 03/06/00, 03/07/00, 03/10/00,
03/13/00; La Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 02/03/00, 03/13/00, 03/14/00, 03/15/00; El Diario de Hoy (El
Salvador), 03/13/00, 03/15/00]
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